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Settled into your couch, you don’t have to flip channels long before you see it: the television screen divided into little boxes, each filled with a talking head. Sometimes it’s 
a shouting head, locked in heated battle with another shouting 
head, wagging fingers, citing polls, casting blame, and perform-
ing something awfully close to black magic with statistics seem-
ingly spun from thin air.
What you’ve found is a pundit, or a pack of them, and it 
seems they’re the main attraction more often than not in today’s 
cable news programming. Who are these people? And why 
should we believe anything they shout at us? 
One of them (don’t worry, he’s not a shouter) is Josh Treviño 
’97, vice president for communications at the Texas Public 
Policy Foundation. He knows politics, and he was first invited 
to share his wisdom a few years ago by Al Jazeera English, the 
Arabic television news network. “I was in demand because I was 
a conservative willing to appear on Al Jazeera English,” he says. 
“There weren’t a ton of those.”
In 2010, MSNBC came calling. Treviño became a semi-
regular on a show hosted by Cenk Uygur, then by Al Sharpton.
Treviño had no illusions about what he was in for at left-
leaning MSNBC. “People are brought on these shows to fulfill 
specific roles,” he says. “I’m a stand-in for conservative, Repub-
lican, Texan, all the things that the MSNBC viewing audience 
just hates and despises. And so oftentimes I am called upon to 
answer for the perceived sins of everybody on the right.
“It’s not fair, but it’s how it is. If you are a leftist on a right-
wing channel, like Fox News, I suspect you tend to be treated 
much the same way.”
He’s been shouted at, interrupted, even called “a great 
distorter” and “the rearranger of words” by Sharpton, all on live 
television. “It can be a bit abusive,” Treviño admits, but adds, 
“There’s certainly no sympathy asked.” 
That’s because it’s all part of the game. “There is kind of a 
market imperative, if not to make the news into entertainment, 
at least to make the news entertaining,” he says. “So you can’t 
hold it against the producers for doing their best to elicit that.”
They do so by hiring fiery hosts. A big name like Sharpton 
is certain to evoke a response before he even opens his mouth. 
Other hosts, like Fox News’ Bill O’Reilly and Sean Hannity, 
HLN’s Nancy Grace, and MSNBC’s Rachel Maddow, snag high 
ratings for the same reason.
But guests on these shows are expected to perform as well.
“The producers are frequently speaking into your ear and 
urging you to do things,” Treviño says. “One thing that’s been 
interesting to me is the extent to which the news programs 
are really staged as what I’ll describe as kind of entertainment-
type reality television. It’s not uncommon to be on a show and 
somebody makes a comment — either an attack or a cut or some 
sort of a tendentious statement — and you’ll hear the producer 
in your ear saying, ‘That’s it! That’s your opening. Go, go, get 
him, get him!’
“I’ve had producers appear in my ear and urge me to 
interrupt another guest,” says Treviño, whose appearances 
on MSNBC are beamed from a studio near his home in 
Austin, Texas. “Sometimes I heed them, and sometimes 
I don’t, but it happens.”
By Stacy Schorr Chandler
Are pundits — those talking heads you see on 
cable news programs — entertainers or informers? 
According to two alumni, they’re both.
Quote
The
 Machines
Josh Treviño ’97 knows politics — 
and is frequently asked to 
represent the conservative 
viewpoint on talk shows and 
other fare. Photo by Kenny Braun.
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SO WHAT’S THEIR REAL POWER? Danielle Vinson, chair 
of the political science department at Furman, says it lies in 
setting the agenda. The topics of conversation at the department’s 
twice monthly “Pizza and Politics” discussions with students and 
faculty, for example, often mirror the hot topics in the media, 
she says.
“We’re clearly being driven by what we’re seeing on television,” 
Vinson says. “Candidates are always being asked to respond to 
what these pundits said or how this person reacted to this issue or 
that event on television. And so I think it does have a tremendous 
impact on what issues we focus on, and what events we focus on.”
But while public discourse may echo what we see and hear on 
television, the polls so often cited by pundits don’t always reflect 
reality, Vinson cautions. In fact, she says, polls tend to reflect 
what’s being said by — guess who? — pundits.
“The polls tend to mirror what’s going on, particularly among 
political elites, because people are listening for cues from people 
that they trust,” she says. “So if they’re hearing either pundits or 
politicians saying, ‘The economy’s a disaster and this is the reason 
why and we’re going to blame this side or we’re going to blame 
that side,’ they tend to reflect it.”
In their defense, pundits can, in theory and in fact, do a lot of 
good. People like Fitz shed light on the law and help us understand 
the significance of court cases in the news. People like Treviño 
talk about political ideology without being kept on a leash (or 
shoved into the spotlight) by a particular candidate. Others keep 
us up to speed on complex issues like economics or foreign policy 
that we know are important but are hard to understand.
The trick is in sorting out which talking heads to trust, and 
which ones are just spewing sound and fury, signifying nothing.
“Nobody gets on TV out of the blue,” Treviño says. “Be aware 
of that.” 
So maybe today’s talking head is there because he has experi-
ence in what he’s talking about — or maybe she just has a style 
that appeals to producers. After all, says Richard Letteri, a Furman 
communication studies professor, “They want kind of a certain 
personality: mean, tough, ready to yell. But at the same time they 
know what you’re going to say before you get on there. They know 
who’s going to make sparks fly and who’s going to be too calm and 
tepid for them.”
Beware, though, of a know-it-all — something Letteri says he 
sees plenty of on television news shows. “You have the same guy 
speaking on a plurality of issues — anything that comes up, from 
politics to economic policy to domestic policy to foreign affairs to 
global policy to wars and the military,” he says. “These guys can 
only know so much, right? 
“They get briefed on something, they read some newspapers, 
and then they get to expound on everything. They don’t have the 
background, they’re not intricately involved in one or the other of 
these kinds of issues that are at hand. . . . They’re allowed to speak 
and be considered experts on all these issues when they’re not. 
And that’s something that people should really kind of recognize 
and understand.”
Ultimately, then, it’s up to viewers to judge whether a talking 
head is worth a listen. And the best tool with which to make that 
judgment is some expertise of your own.
Get your news from multiple sources, Letteri advises, and 
“look at them from multiple perspectives.”
After all, as Treviño says, “You can’t tell a good pundit from 
a bad pundit unless you’re well-informed to begin with.” |F|
The author, a 1999 graduate, is a freelance journalist in Raleigh, N.C.
PUNDITS ARE MOST OFTEN brought in to talk politics, 
especially in an election year, but they’re deployed to help us 
understand everything from entertainment news to foreign 
relations, business dealings and legal affairs.
That’s your cue, Ann Fitz.
Fitz, a 1999 Furman graduate who lives in Atlanta, started 
her law career as a prosecutor before switching to criminal 
defense. So she knows the ins and outs of both sides of the 
courtroom, which, paired with her knack for explaining 
complicated court cases in simple terms, makes her a sought-
after guest on shows that delve into American justice.
Her debut came in 2006, when an Atlanta news station 
interviewed her about her constitutional challenge to a state sex 
offender law. Fox News called the next day, and her appearance 
there turned into a regular gig. She’s since appeared on CNN and 
HLN shows, including “Nancy Grace,” and she’s a frequent guest 
on truTV’s “In Session.”
While shows that focus on legal issues can get every bit as 
heated as politically themed shows, Fitz’s tone is calm and mea-
sured. She says the producers she’s worked with are OK with that.
“Every person has a different personality and a different 
technique,” she says. “When they see you on air on one show, 
and producers from another show call you, you’re being booked 
for your own personality.” 
But that doesn’t mean you don’t get some guidance on how 
things should go when the cameras are rolling. “You’re not told 
what you have to say,” Fitz says. “You’re just told what hat you 
have to wear.”
On “Nancy Grace,” for example, Fitz says the producers told 
her, “Nancy is the prosecutor, and she likes it when you are the 
defense attorney, and she doesn’t want you to be the prosecutor 
and agree with her, so you’ve got to take the defense side.”
So sure, there’s a bit of string-pulling behind the talking 
heads. But Treviño and Fitz say they believe there’s plenty 
of substance amid the shouting. Primarily, of course, there’s 
the subject-specific expertise that most of us regular Joes 
watching at home simply don’t have.
“The hosts are great at what they do,” Fitz says, “but I am 
regularly in the courtroom. I’m working with clients, and I know 
what really happens out in the field. So I think I bring that 
perspective of, ‘This is how this type of case actually works’.” 
Treviño readily admits that as an employee of an organization 
that engages in conservative-policy activism, he goes on television 
with an agenda. But he believes there’s value in hearing the ideas 
he puts forth, both for viewers who agree with him and for those 
who think he’s full of it.
“What is supposed to come out is some kind of an exchange 
of ideas or points of view — or, in my case, an opportunity to 
advance a particular idea or viewpoint that otherwise might not 
receive a hearing,” he says. 
But he emphasizes the danger inherent in a simple fact of 
human nature: We tend to be open only to views that match our 
own. For television shows, that means there are almighty ratings 
to be had by sticking to one opinion and shouting down the rest.
“There are two types of cable news shows: those that seek to 
educate and engage, which I will charitably say is a lot of them, 
[and] those that exist simply to affirm. People love — and I’m not 
immune to this — watching TV, reading books, reading maga-
zines that help fill in their prejudices. It’s just a very human thing.”
But, he adds, “Everybody owes it to themselves to have their 
views challenged a bit.”
NO ONE, HOWEVER, is claiming that watching these shows 
is the equivalent of eating your broccoli. There’s plenty of candy 
to go around.
“One of the things I’m always acutely conscious of, especially 
if it’s an explicitly combative show like the Sharpton show, is 
that you’re essentially in the rhetorical equivalent of a schoolyard 
argument in front of the entire country, or at least in front of the 
entire viewing audience,” Treviño says.
And who doesn’t like a good fight at the flagpole, especially 
if you’re not the one getting punched?
But turning serious matters like politics or the legal system 
into entertainment is hardly a new phenomenon. “Back before 
television,” Fitz says, “people used to go to courtrooms and watch 
trials as entertainment. There’s always been a fascination with 
criminal cases. I think part of it is understanding why people 
do the things they do and how one person becomes a criminal, 
while the people that are watching do not cross that line.”
And just as too much candy can cause teeth to decay, there’s 
a line past which getting whipped up about a political argument 
or a court case can cause trouble.
 “You have a lot of people that get very impassioned and emo-
tional about cases and people that they really don’t understand, 
but they’re hearing the sensationalized aspects of the cases that 
play on the emotions of the public,” Fitz says. 
Take Casey Anthony, the Florida woman tried last summer 
in the death of her 2-year-old daughter, Caylee. Anthony was 
acquitted by jurors — but convicted and hung in the court of 
public opinion.
“Whether you like her or hate her, she’s in fear of her life. 
She will never have a normal life again,” Fitz says. “To have even 
the scintilla of an idea of someone taking justice into their own 
hands because they have been so emotionally toyed with by the 
media coverage of a case like that to me is a very scary thing.”
Here’s another scary thing: Despite their pedigrees — the 
advanced degrees, the fancy titles, the years of experience working 
in the trenches of whatever it is they’re talking about — these 
pundits, taken together, aren’t much better at making predictions 
than the rest of us. Sure, they regale us with tales of the past, 
and they’re great at using polls to tell us what’s going on this 
very minute, but forecasting the future? It’s not a strong point.
Psychologist Philip E. Tetlock spent nearly two decades record-
ing predictions from 284 pundit-types — people who made a liv-
ing doing commentary on political and economic trends — and 
comparing them with what actually occurred. The results, taken 
in aggregate, found that the pundits’ predictions were roughly on 
par with, as Tetlock put it, a dart-throwing chimpanzee. 
Ann Fitz ’99 is sought 
after for her ability to 
explain legal complexities. 
Photo by Kay Hinton.
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